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Worship As Service:
A Theology of Worship in the Old Testament: Part Three*
Yoshiaki Hattori
Worship around the time of the exile.
Early in the sixth century BC, the final fragment of David’s once great kingdom
fell to the Babylonians under King Nebuchadnezzar. The destruction extended to
Solomon’s temple, which had stood for centuries as the majestic hub of Israelite wor-
ship. To complete their conquest, the Babylonians carted the Israelites themselves off
to captivity, mostly to Babylon. As devastating as their defeat and exile surely were,
the Israelites nevertheless had to recognize them as God’s judgment.117
For the next seventy years, and more, the exiles’ task was clear: to keep their
Israelite identity, that is, their identity as those who worshipped Yahweh, in the midst
of the very different religions and culture of Babylon. Being away far from Jerusalem
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Testament period; this series of articles, thus, forms a much-needed and very welcome contri-
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and thus from their temple where they were accustomed to meeting God, the exiled
Israelites sank into complete despair. They said, “Our bones are dried up and our hope
is gone; we are cut off” (Ezekiel 37:11).
How did the Israelites, far from their homes in Israel and far from even the ruins
of their beloved temple, carry out their task of keeping their identity? To answer that
question, we will focus on the following four elements related to the subject of worship.
1. The Torah, that is, the Word of God, and the synagogue.
With its destruction 587–586 B.C., sacrifices and worship in the Jerusalem temple
came to an end. The exiled Israelites had to move beyond their despair and find a new
way to worship Yahweh. They chose to increase the emphasis on reading and learn-
ing the Scripture, that is, the Law. This was done as a communal activity with other
Israelites and especially with their leaders such as the priests and prophets.
Scholars have put forward a variety of theories concerning the origin of the Jewish
synagogue system, with its increased emphasis on the Word of God.118 Most of these
theories connect the rise of the synagogue with the Babylonian exile. Being far away
from the site of the now-ruined temple, the exiles increasingly focused their worship
and religious life around the study of the Scriptures instead of around the sacrificial
activities they had previously known. Some scholars have related the following Biblical
passage to the origin of the synagogue: “Although I sent them far away among the
nations and scattered them among the countries, yet for a little while I have been a
sanctuary for them in the countries where they have gone” (NIV, Ezekiel 11:16). The
American Jewish translation (Soncino Bible) renders this verse: “Yet I have been to them
as a little sanctuary…”119 In addition, some interpreters have connected the gathering
of the exiled people to the place mentioned in Ezekiel 8:1, 14:1, 20:1 with the origin of
the synagogue. It seems the Israelites concluded that the Word of God, that is, the Torah,
remained an effective channel for worshipping God and for staying in contact with his
revelation. Psalm 137:1–6 demonstrates the exiles’ renewed commitment to seek after
God’s Word. To give central place to “seeking God’s Word” continued the understanding
of worship that the Israelites had long held. For example, Solomon taught, as we noted
previously, that worship in the temple should be based on the Word of God. And after
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the exile, the Israelites, wishing to avoid any repetition of the divine judgment of captiv-
ity, chose to reaffirm and intensify their decision to study the Scriptures diligently and
to obey them wholeheartedly. Psalm 119 is one indication of this decision120. The appli-
cation to our own situation is clear. Their attitude toward worship must be our attitude
toward worship: in our worship, the Word of God is to take the center.
It is instructive to compare the situation of the early Israelites as they first entered
Canaan with that of their much later descendants as they languished in Babylon. In
both situations, the Israelites faced multi-cultural and multi-religious environments. In
both situations, they were called to maintain their identity as Yahweh-worshippers.
And in both situations, they were to maintain that identity by giving the Scriptures,
that is, the Torah, a normative role in their worship. There were also, however, impor-
tant differences. God mandated the early Israelites to stay in the land of Israel as their
permanent home. It was in the land of Israel and nowhere else that they were to fulfill
their calling to worship Yahweh. They were not to leave Canaan even if their neighbors
worshipped other gods and tempted the Israelites to join in that false worship. The
exiles, in contrast, could look forward to leaving the multi-religious and polytheistic
milieu of Babylon and returning to their own home of Israel (Psalm 137). In addition,
God had given the exiles the prophecy of the coming Messiah; and thus they, unlike the
earliest Israelites, could look forward to the coming of a new era. Because they had
been given this hope, the exiles, after returning to Jerusalem, were called to maintain
what they had learned in Babyon — that is, to maintain their identity by learning,
listening and obeying the Scriptures, the Torah. In fact, the returnees were called to
further intensify the centrality of the Scriptures in their worship in the new temple.
Again the application to our situation is clear. We, too, are to stay in our world even
though it may be multi-religious and multi-cultural; and we are to maintain our clear
and mission-oriented identity as those who worship Christ. That is, we are to live as
Christians by listening to the Word of God, the Bible, in worship.
2. Cooperation in corporate worship.
It was no easy task for the exiles to return to Israel after an absence of seventy
years. Israel had fallen into desolation. More importantly, different groups of Israelites
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had undergone very different experiences during those seventy years. Some had lived in
the relative prosperity of Babylon; others had somehow managed to remain in Canaan.
In addition, Israel had for centuries been divided into the Northern and the Southern
Kingdoms. First, the Northerners had been defeated by the Assyrians, and then the
Southerners had been defeated by the Babylonians. Both groups were exiled different
places, the first group mostly to Assyria and the second group mostly to Babylon. Their
descendants eventually met again in the ancestral homeland of Israel, these two groups
having experienced different exiles, for different lengths of time, in different places.
Some of the descendants of the Northerners wanted to join the descendants of the
Southerners in rebuilding the temple. And even among the Southern returnees them-
selves, there was a division between the old people who had seen Solomon’s temple
before the exile and the young people born in Babylon during the exile who had never
seen the glorious temple of Solomon (cf. Ezra 3:8–4:24).121
Disagreement between the various kinds of Israelites interrupted the re-construction
of the temple, for which all the exiles had yearned (Ezra 4:24). To overcome this chaotic
situation, which directly impacted their worship, the leaders decided on some quite
wonderful forms of cooperation, as we see quite clearly in Haggai 2:1–4.
The Israelite success in their post-exilic cooperation stemmed, above all, from
God’s initiative. The cooperation God created through his Word did not, however,
destroy the differences between the various groups of Israelites. For example, Verse 1
of chapter 2 indicates: “On the twenty-first day of the seventh month, the Word of the
Lord came through the prophet Haggai.”122 It should be noted that this call to rebuild
the place of worship came through the prophet and not the priest nor the governor.
Truly, the prophet was the instrument of the Word of God.123 The structure of the text
(vs. 2) shows, in addition, that though the call came through the prophet, it also came to
the governor, to the priest, as well as to the general population. The text mentions the
governor, Zerubbabel, and the high priest, Joshua; these two officers apparently repre-
sented the people.124 As already mentioned, some of the older returnees from Babylon
had seen Solomon’s glorious temple before the exile, whereas the younger returnees
had been born during the exile after the temple’s destruction and knew Solomon’s
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temple only through the memories of their parents. These two groups looked on the
reconstruction of the temple somewhat differently.125
Under such circumstances, God’s message encouraged cooperation. God gave the
leadership of Israel into the hands of three men, Zerubbabel the civic leader, Joshua the
priestly leader, and Haggai the prophet. Their God-given task was to ensure the coopera-
tion required to restore the temple, the center of their community life (Ezra 5:1–2). The
books of Ezra and Nehemiah show us a variety of specific groups working in coopera-
tion with each other. For example, there were priests making offerings and sacrifices
during the various festivities (Ezra 3:2–6, 6:16–22, 7:72, 8:9–18, etc.), and musicians and
singers who offered praise (Ezra 3:10–11, 7:7, etc.).
It may be appropriate to add the following comment. In recent years, many scholars
have argued that the Israelites in the post-exilic period greatly increased their use of
the psalms in worship and other ritual activities. In principle, this seems to resemble
our contemporary practice of collecting songs — originally composed, for example, to
express the artist’s own spiritual experience — into hymnals for use in public worship
or other corporate occasions in the church.
3. Messianic perspective in worship.
The Israelites who returned from the exile to rebuild their place of worship needed
to look both to the past and to the future. That is, they needed both a retrospective
covenantal assurance and a prospective Messianic hope. From the past, they were to
take courage by remembering the covenant that God had revealed in and through the
Exodus. They were to have faith in the God of the covenant.
From the standpoint of the exiles, the Exodus had occurred in the far distant past.
And yet even the Exodus in its own way pointed to the future, that is, it offered its
own Messianic “promise and fulfillment.” Thus when Haggai 2:5–9, a post-exilic text,
indicates both a divine judgment and a Messianic hope, and when it connects that
judgment and hope with the Exodus, it is building upon a pattern that extends back
to the Exodus itself.
Haggai 2:5–9 contains the expression: “… and I will fill this house with glory,”
(vs. 7). In verse 9, the prophet adds the phrase, “the glory of this present house.” The
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reference, of course, is to the temple which the post-exilic Israelites are rebuilding.
Through the prophet, God makes the following promise: “The glory of this present
house will be greater than the glory of the former house.”
What, exactly, is the meaning of this promise? It is well known that the second
temple built by Zerubbabel after the exile was not larger than the first temple built by
Solomon. And the physical beauty and splendor of Zerubbabel’s temple certainly did
not outshine the earlier temple. Did Haggai give a false prophecy? Or did God himself
fail to fulfill his own promise? No, quite to the contrary, the answer is definitely posi-
tive. The Lord’s prophecy through Haggai (vs. 9) was a Messianic prophecy. Therefore,
to gain a proper contextual understanding of this verse, we must focus on the last half
of vs. 9, “And in this place I will grant Peace [shalom].” (That is, we must keep in mind
the portion of the verse after Athnah in the Hebrew text.127)
Truly, the Messiah, that is, the Christ, is the “PEACE” who fulfills this prophecy.
“The Prince of Peace” (Isaiah 9:6) is greater, in every way, than the temple of Solomon.
We may conclude that at the center of the place of worship should be the Prince
of Peace.
Ezekiel, an exilic prophet with a priestly background, offers a quite similar mes-
sage, especially in the last part of his book. In chapters 40–48, Ezekiel presents a vision
of the restored temple. This vision includes the promulgation of many regulations for
the new temple. His vision also mandates new boundaries for the country as a whole
as well as for the individual tribes.128 Previously we noted the exiles’ yearning to return
to their homeland (Psalm 137). Now, however, it should be quite clear that the real con-
tent of their yearning was the restoration of the temple and the renewal of worship in
the temple.
Being himself an exile, the prophet Ezekiel was particularly effective in his min-
istry among his fellow exiles. It should not surprise us, therefore, that the descriptions
in chapters 40–48, while written as if they were prescriptions to guide the Israelites
after their return home to Israel, are in reality tools that Ezekiel used in his ministry
among the exiles. He never intended for the Israelites to actually carry them out after
returning home.129 In addition, while Ezekiel himself was a prophet, he had a priestly
background, and that may be another reason for his extremely detailed descriptions
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of the new temple and its services.130 The descriptions of a restored temple served as a
message of hope both for the exiles as well as for the prophet himself.
Ezekiel’s vision of a restored temple pointed to something deeper: the restoration
of the covenant relationship between God and His people. Ezekiel expressed his hope
for a renewal of the Covenant in terms of holiness. It is interesting to note that, to the
priestly mind of the prophet Ezekiel, material or ritual holiness (as expressed in these
chapters) is almost identical with spiritual or moral holiness. For Ezekiel, apparently,
there was no contradiction between the two. Thus, Ezekiel, by remaining faithful to the
original spirit embodied in the Mosaic laws (of the Pentateuch), contributed to the
revival of that spirit.
Therefore, we may conclude that the temple-oriented, ritualistic details of these
nine chapters (Ezekiel 40–48) express the prophet’s deep concern for that holiness
which is essential for a genuine covenant relationship. Now we can understand God’s
command to Ezekiel:
Son of Man look with your eyes and hear with your ears and pay attention to
everything I am going to show you, for that is why you have been brought here.
Tell the house of Israel everything you see. (Ezekiel 40:4)
A similar idea is found in Ezekiel 43:10. All the detailed ritualistic descriptions
point beyond themselves to the concept of holiness, where holiness expresses the final
relationship between God and the people of Israel.
Ezekiel’s prophetic message must have brought great hope to the exiles. But the
deeper truth embedded in these detailed descriptions lies in their Messianic dimension.
That is, Ezekiel’s message pointed to an eschatological fulfillment. To be specific, we
should understand Ezekiel’s prophecies in light of Jesus Christ. Of course, the language
and symbolism in these nine chapters reflect the patterns of the Old Testament. They
even reflect the specific forms of piety that characterized the Old Testament priests.
At the same time, however, these chapters also possess a Messianic or eschatological
truth that points us (a) to the blessings and splendors which are available through
Jesus Christ, and (b) to the glorious final, eternal kingdom of God described in John’s
Revelation (chapters 21–22). Thus, Ezekiel 40–48, as an integral part of the inspired
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Word of God, provides us with the Old Testament’s best introduction to John’s Revela-
tion, and particularlly to chapters 21–22. Revelation 21:2–3 says,
I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, … Now the dwelling of God is with men,
and he will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with
them and be their God.
And the last word of the Book of Ezekiel (48:35) says:
“And the name of the city from that time on will be ‘The Lord is There’.”
Therefore, Ezekiel 40–48 not only points to the return of the Israelites from the
Babylonian exile and to the restoration of their life and worship in their own land, but
these chapters also picture the New Testament concept of Messianic grace and, ulti-
mately, the final, Messianic restoration.
4. Holiness in worship.
Let us turn our attention again to Haggai. We have already noticed the cooperation
necessary to restore the temple. The civic leader was Zerubbabel the governor; the
religious leader, Joshua the high priest; and, of course, the spiritual leader, Haggai
the prophet. To restore the temple, these leaders had to cooperate closely with each
other as well as with the local Israelite population, that is, with the so-called remnant
of the people.
Let us turn specifically to Haggai 2:10–23. This is the second revelation recorded
in this chapter, and it came only two months after the first. In this new revelation, God
gave a special charge, through the prophet Haggai, to the priests (vs. 10). The actual
wording of this charge takes the form of a question to the priests, “Ask the priests…”
(vs. 10). Nevertheless, this is only a rhetorical question, and the real point of the passage
is not to ask a question but to make a demand. God demands that those who worship
him must be “holy” both in cult and life.
Both the temple and the priests were to be the holy. And this holiness was to be
the holiness of the Torah. This passage demands a genuine, real-world holiness in all
the people. In vss. 12 and 13, Haggai uses a Levitical law (Leviticus 6:20, Numbers
54
Worship As Service
19:22) to show the comparative influence of something “holy” with something “unclean.”
According to this passage, when something holy and something defiled touch each
other, the holy object does not purify the unclean object. Rather the unclean object
defiles the holy object. The implication is that the Israelites are to live holy lives sepa-
rated from anything defiled or unclean, lest they themselves also become defiled and
unclean.131 Hildebrand uses the word “a paradigm of holiness” to describe Haggai’s
discourse with the priests in these two verses (vss. 12–13). We may say the prophet
Haggai, building upon this “paradigm of holiness,” requires the Israelites to live holy
lives if they are to be the people who worship the holy God.
Thus the prophet used the priestly ruling that uncleanness is more contagious
than holiness to bring into focus the effect of the remnant’s sinfulness: prescripts
that applied to meat and clothes and corpses were given a personal and moral
application. The prophet here used the cult as a paradigm of holiness.132
In verse 14, the prophet repeats the word “so” three times (in the Hebrew text).
The prophet states clearly that the people are unclean, the nation is unclean, and all
their works are unclean. The Hebrew text is well rendered in the NASB:
“So is this people, and so is this nation before Me, declares the Lord, and so is
every work of their hands; and what they offer there is unclean.”
The next verses, 15–19, reveal a great truth: when we as God’s people are holy,
God blesses us according to our work; but when we are unclean and under God’s judg-
ment, God does not bless us even if we work hard. The seriousness of this truth is
expressed by the repetition of the expression “Give careful thought!” (vss. 15 and 18).
Haggai’s logic ran as follows. God had intended the temple to serve as the center of
Israel’s communal life as his own people. If the Israelites should be indifferent to the
temple, they would become unclean. As unclean, they would stand under his judgment.
And if the Israelites were unclean and under judgment, they could not expect God’s
blessing in spite of their hard labor (vs. 16). Verse 17 continues with the negative com-
ment that despite God’s judgment, the Israelites still had not come back to him.
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The thrust of this passage, however, moves beyond judgment. Through the prophet
Haggai, God was urging the Israelites not only to rebuild the temple but also to become
a holy people. Then they would be able to engage in true and appropriate worship in
the temple, and they would be able to receive His blessing (vs. 19). The closing verses
of Haggai promise God’s judgment against others and His blessing upon Zerubbabel
the representative of the people (vss. 20–23).
In summary, we may mention the following features of Israelite worship during
the exile and immediately afterwards.
First, even though the Israelites had been carried off captive to the heathen land
of Babylon, they tried to maintain their identity as Yahweh-worshippers. Their method
was to increase their focus on the Scriptures, that is, the Torah. They read, expound-
ed, and obeyed the Scriptures. With the temple destroyed, and living far away from
Jerusalem, this resulted in a modified form of worship. The most probable explanation
of the origin of the synagogue is that the first synagogues served as the setting for this
modified worship.
Second, even in the midst of the challenging circumstances surrounding the return
from the exile, the Israelite leaders were able to cooperate with each other and with the
population as a whole. This cooperation extended generally to their efforts to restore
their society as well as specifically to their rebuilding the temple as a place for their
corporate worship.
Third, in their worship, the Israelites nurtured a hope for the coming of the Messiah.
This hope forced them to look beyond the concrete realities of their captivity in Babylon.
Even their return from Babylon to Israel, however, did not completely fulfill their hope.
Rather it is in the life of Christ that we can see the fulfillment of their Messianic hope.
At yet another level, this hope will be completely fulfilled only in the eschaton.
And fourth, the Levitical law required the Israelites to be “holy.” They had to live
holy lives in every situation. Without such concrete holiness, they could not fulfill their
calling to be the nation who worshipped Yahweh.
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Theological analysis of the concept of worship as revealed in the canonical
Old Testament.
Our survey of the concept and practice of worship in the Old Testament is now
complete. Our final task is to summarize these observations with an eye toward their
application to our contemporary world. The application we have in mind is making
our contemporary Christian worship more Biblical. It should be noted that we did not
intend our survey to be exhaustive. Accordingly, the theological observations presented
here are to be considered as “representative.”
1. Theological structure and worship in the Old Testament.
a) The organic unity of the two basic covenants.
W. J. Dumbrell’s book, Covenant and Creation: A Theology of Old Testament
Covenant, begins with a chapter entitled “The Covenant with Noah — a Recall to a Basic
Pattern of Creation.”133 Another, somewhat older book is G. Vos’, Biblical Theology, Old
and New Testaments.134 This book, long appreciated by evangelicals for its unique
treatment of biblical theology, begins with the Adamic Covenant. Both books point to
the covenant of creation as one of the two basic covenants, the other being the cove-
nant of redemption. Whether implicitly or explicitly, anyone writing on the concept of
covenant needs to deal with both covenants. The covenant of creation was visible
before the fall of man. It will become visible once again at the end of this world. The
second basic covenant, the covenant of redemption, has been in effect since the fall of
man. While it is quite prominent in the Old Testament, the covenant of redemption was
fulfilled by Christ in the New Testament. The covenant of redemption in effect now and
will always remain in effect, even at the end of the world. At history as we know it
comes to an end, the covenant of creation will restore the visibility of the covenant of
creation (Revelation 22).
A Christian theology of worship must follow the Old Testament by beginning
with the covenant of creation — which the Old Testament first reveals in Genesis 1–2.
The Old Testament, however, always moves beyond creation to redemption. In fact,
Genesis 1–2 themselves continue with this pattern. Genesis 3 not only describes the
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fall of man but it also gives the first indication of God’s covenant of redemption. This
indication is the so-called “proto-evangelium” (Genesis 3:15, 21), which can also be con-
sidered as the Bible’s first “Messianic prophecy.” When, therefore, the Bible continues
its narrative in Chapter 4 by describing the first offerings to Yahweh, those by Abel
and Cain (Genesis 4:1–7), we must understand those sacrifices within the context of the
covenant of redemption. To be more precise, we must understand those sacrifices in
terms of “Messianic prophecy.”135 The point is this: just as the Old Testament placed its
theology of worship within the context of both covenants, redemption as well as creation,
our Christian theology of worship must do the same. We must, moreover, follow the
Old Testament by placing our theology of worship not only within the broad context
of the covenant of redemption, but we must place our worship within redemption’s
specifically messianic content. Finally, it might be relevant to add the following obser-
vation. All the rest of the Old Testament after Genesis 4 comes “in-between” those first
sacrifices of Cain and Abel and the final sacrifice of Jesus Christ. And, thus, we should
understand every one of those “in-between” revelations in light of Jesus Christ’s decisive
work of redemption. In short, we are to understand the Old Testament in light of
Jesus Christ.
An integrated understanding of the entire Biblical revelation (both the Old and
New Testaments) will grasp the inseparability of the two covenants of creation and
redemption, and it will grasp how both covenants lead to the final consummation.
b) The development of worship during the period of revelation “in-between”
the first sacrifices of Cain and Abel and the final sacrifice of Jesus Christ.
God not only made the covenant of redemption but he also graciously, albeit slowly
and progressively, revealed the content of that covenant to his people. He did this, in
part, by guiding the development of their forms of worship. The Israelites in turn were
able to grasp God’s growing revelation of his covenant of redemption through their
participation in this divinely guided worship. From a human side we can say that the
developing patterns of worship in the Old Testament had two contexts: the chrono-
logical context and the cultural context. To understand any particular pattern of Old
Testament worship, we must look at what came before and what came after. And we
must look at the social, political, economic, and religious forces impacting the Israelite
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community at that time that pattern was in use. Thus when we today attempt to base
our worship on the Bible, and as we look at particular Biblical patterns of worship, it
is not enough simply to imitate those patterns. Rather we must first come to an under-
standing of those patterns by bearing in mind their historical and cultural contexts.
We must always remember that God revealed His sovereign plan of salvation in history
in the form of the written word, the Bible.
In this essay, we have focused on several central elements of the theology of wor-
ship during the Old Testament period. In particular we have drawn attention to such
themes as “calling the on divine name,” “building an altar,” “offering sacrifice,” “serving,”
“prayer and supplication,” and “praising” All these themes point to ways that the people
of God worshipped and served him during the Old Testament period.136 Of course, there
were other activities related to “worship,” such as “burning incense”137 and “singing.”138
We must remember, however, that each of these activities formed only one part of their
complete pattern of worship. We must further remember that this pattern of worship
continually developed throughout the Old Testament period. Therefore, these patterns
of worship are relative and not decisive in the strict sense of that word. What is decisive
and definite is the covenant of redemption that God revealed in the Old Testament and
fulfilled in Jesus Christ.
c) The relative nature of cultic activities.
The changes in the Israelites’ patterns of worship, therefore, reflected the shifts
in their social and cultural environment. The constant factor in Israelite worship was
the goal of maintaining their identity as God’s people. We have seen how their specific
patterns of worship changed over time. Therefore these changing patterns must be
seen as relative to the situations in which they were created. One might, of course,
characterize this history of changing patterns of worship as syncretistic. One might
also characterize this history as resulting from a progressive revelation. In fact, we are
now at the very focus of this paper and are in a position to ask the key question about
our worship: namely, which element(s) can and which cannot be changed?
Rowley distinguishes between the “meaning” or “spirit” of the Israelites’ various
patterns of worship and their external “forms,”139 placing the greater significance on
their spirit and not their forms. (Of course, we need to be careful in dealing with the
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issue of “meaning and form.”) Using this same distinction, R. de Vaux finds some posi-
tive aspects in Israel’s worship:
By “rites” we mean the outward forms which this service takes. Israelite ritual
may be similar to the rituals of other religions, or even borrowed from them; but
its important feature lies in the new meaning which these rites received, a meaning
which was determined by the religious ideas of Israel’s faith. Without trespassing
into the domain of biblical theology we must underline the characteristics of the
Israelite cult, and see what distinguishes it from other Oriental cults, even when
the rites are the same.140
de Vaux lists three ways in which Israelite worship differed from the worship
of other religions. They are: (1) “The Israelites worshipped a God who was the only
God.” (2) “The Israelites worshipped a personal God who intervened in history;
Yahweh was the God of the covenant.” And (3) “The Israelites had no image in their
cult. Both versions of the Decalogue contain the prohibition of images (Exodus 20:4
and Deuteronomy 5:8), and the prohibition certainly dates back to the age of Moses.”141
2. Toward the missiological implications of worship.
God called Abraham to travel to the land of Canaan, a land teeming with many
religions that were wholly incompatible with his faith in Yaweh. And God promised to
give his descendants that “that land” as “their land.” Therefore, God commissed the
heirs of Abraham to go into Canaan and to settle there for good as worshippers of
Yahweh. This commission was fixed and immutable. Therefore, the Israelites needed
to worship Yahweh to maintain their identity and to preserve their relationship with
God in the midst of their multi-religious environment in Canaan. And this remained
true in the multi-religious context of the exile in Babylon. The need to worship Yahweh
remained constant, but the form of that worship changed over time. This brings us
back to our key question: what were the essential and unchangeable elements in the
Israelites’ worship through the course of history? What were the elements which could
be changed or even eliminated if necessary?
60
Worship As Service
Our question is particularly important in our current missionary situation in a
multi-cultural world. Given a commitment to the essentials of Biblical worship, what
should be our attitude towards adopting elements from our local culture into our wor-
ship. Is this allowable or not?
Summary Remarks:
In the following summary, we suggest several ways that the Old Testament con-
cept and practice of worship can contribute to our own theory and practice of worship.
We have tried, in effect, to specify several of the truly essential and unchangeable
elements in the Israelites’ worship. We present this list tentatively, not conclusively.
1. All aspects of our worship must focus on the covenant of redemption. We do
this by hearing and receiving the Word of God, for this is how God chose to communi-
cate the covenant of redemption to us. The Word of God is the Bible. Thus in concrete
terms, our worship must have the Bible — reading it, hearing it, receiving it, explaining
it, and obeying it — as its essential focus.
2. Man’s deepest and purest response to redemption’s grace is a life-attitude of
adoring the God who made the covenant of redemption. This is, in fact, man’s “service”
or “worship” of the sovereign God.
3. The following elements may be considered to be helpful for worship. They are:
prayer, praise, a place of worship — altar, sanctuary, or temple — and receiving the
sacraments.
4. The variable elements in our worship include its setting, the exact style of prayer
and praise, the specific form in which we hear the Word of God, and the particular
pattern of participation in the sacraments. The worshippers must, however, maintain
the message, meaning, and spirit of their worship. Adherence to particular forms, styles,
and settings can overwhelm the inner spirit of our worship. We must, therefore, always
be ready for the appearance of a prophetic critique against budding cultic formalism.
Worship must be done in spirit and in truth (John 4:24).
5. Other elements related to worship may be changed or even eliminated if they do
not promote worship in spirit and in truth. This theological principle has a missiological
application in today’s inter-cultural society. (Compare the diagram on the following page).
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6. We can expect that the most appropriate setting for worship will normally be a
church building at a particular location. When necessary, however, we can worship, both
corporately and individually, in other places so long as we worship in spirit and truth.
Our entire “worship” is to be from service to service. We owe this service to the
God who has shed his grace upon us in the covenant of redemption. This is the covenant
of redemption that God promised in the Old Testament and that Christ fulfilled and
made available to us in the New Testament.
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